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Texts and Teaching
Teaching Witchcraft in the Digital Age:
Adventures in an Online Village
Jennifer McNabb
Western Illinois University

Perhaps nothing is more valued in the modern classroom than stu-

dent engagement. Pedagogical strategies and exercises for encouraging active learning are both wide-ranging and plentiful. Among
the most popular at present is Barnard College’s Reacting to the Past
(RTTP) role-playing games: “Reacting to the Past (RTTP) consists
of elaborate games, set in the past, in which students are assigned
roles informed by classic texts in the history of ideas. Class sessions
are run entirely by students; instructors advise and guide students
and grade their oral and written work. It seeks to draw students into
the past, promote engagement with big ideas, and improve intellectual and academic skills.”1 RTTP’s presence in a growing number of
college curricula and positive responses in the Chronicle of Higher
Education and in sessions at professional conferences, including the
most recent meeting of the American Historical Association, point
to its significant impact.2
Research on the benefits of the series for students points to
increased self-esteem and openness to diversity of opinions as well
1 See Barnard’s “Reacting to the Past” website for an introduction to the RTTP project,
information on published titles and games under development, and RTTP conferences and
workshops: http://reacting.barnard.edu/ (accessed October 5, 2013).
2 Dan Berrett, “Mob Rule, Political Intrigue, Assassination: A Role-Playing Game Motivates History Students,” Chronicle of Higher Education 58, no. 40 (July 9, 2012), http://
chronicle.com/article/Mob-Rule-Political-Intrigue/132767 (accessed October 6, 2013). A
session at the meeting of the AHA in January 2013 included a panel entitled “History as
Hypothesis: Using ‘Reacting to the Past’ to Teach the French Revolution,” designed “to
introduce participants to the Reacting method, in which students play elaborate games, set
at critical points in the past.” See the AHA website for the session abstract and description: http://aha.confex.com/aha/2013/webprogram/Session8421.html (accessed October
6, 2013). While none of the published games focus on medieval topics, the series has
produced titles for the study of the early modern Europe: Patrick J. Coby, Henry VIII and
the Reformation Parliament (New York: Pearson Longman, 2005); Frederick Purnell, Jr.,
Michael S. Pettersen, and Mark C. Carnes, The Trial of Galileo: Aristotelianism, the “New
Cosmology,” and the Catholic Church, 1616-1633 (New York: Pearson Longman, 2007).
Both titles are due to be published in January 2014 by W. W. Norton.
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as improved rhetorical skills.3 The use of elaborate role-playing
games is not without its critics, however, some of whom charge that
such exercises absorb valuable class time spent more profitably in
other tasks and that students frequently have difficulty distinguishing between fact and opinion during the games themselves.4
It was not the popularity or the controversy of RTTP that
inspired me to create a course exercise I dubbed “Virtual Village:
Witch-Hunt,” although I knew about the series when I began development of an Honors colloquium on witchcraft in early modern
England for students of the Centennial Honors College at Western
Illinois University. When I first considering proposing an Honors
course, I wanted a topic studied by scholars in a variety of disciplines to draw students pursuing diverse degree programs, and
early modern witchcraft came immediately to mind. The status of
witchcraft as a topic of perennial student interest and the robust and
relatively accessible historiographical debates in witchcraft studies
had already allowed me to offer several undergraduate and graduate
seminars on the subject, to make the study of witchcraft a component of the final unit of my British survey course, and to supervise
both an M.A. thesis analyzing English demonologies and an Honors
thesis focused on artistic representations of early modern witches.5
A variety of texts exists to support student investigations of
early modern witchcraft, and I have employed several with success.
For my undergraduate research seminars in witchcraft, I paired Alan
3 Steven J. Stroessner, Laurie Susser Beckerman, and Alexis Whittaker, “All the World’s
a Stage? Consequences of a Role-Playing Pedagogy on Psychological Factors and Writing
and Rhetorical Skill in College Undergraduates.” Journal of Educational Psychology 101,
no. 3 (2009): 605-20.
4 See Berrett, “Mob Rule.”
5 Elizabeth Carlson, “Studying the ‘Damned Art’: Elites Demonologists and the Construction of Witchcraft in England, 1580-1620” (Master’s thesis, Western Illinois University, 2010), in ProQuest Dissertations and Theses, http://search.proquest.com/
docview/750078992 (accessed September 30, 2013); Ryan Lambert, “Witchcraft and Art
in Early Modern Europe: Reality and Fantasy (Honors thesis, Western Illinois University,
2007). See also Elizabeth Carlson, “‘Witchcraft is a rife and commone sinne in these our
daies’: The Powers of Witches in English Demonologies, 1580-1620,” Western Illinois
Historical Review 3 (2011): 22-57, http://www.wiu.edu/cas/history/wihr/pdfs/CarlsonWIHR2.pdf (accessed October 1, 2013).
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Charles Kors and Edward Peters’s robust 400-page primary source
witchcraft reader, Witchcraft in Europe, 400-1700: a Documentary
History, with a collection of scholarly essays: Witchcraft in Early
Modern Europe: Studies in Culture and Belief, edited by Jonathan
Barry, Marianne Hester, and Gareth Roberts.6 At the graduate level,
I assigned Witchcraft Historiography from the Palgrave Advances
series and P. G. Maxwell-Stuart’s translation of The Malleus Maleficarum to provide students with an understanding of the field of
witchcraft studies in preparation to select a topic of interest for their
seminar papers.7 All four books were suitable as common readings
for History majors and graduate students in courses emphasizing the
study of historiography and historical methods.
Unlike my research-oriented courses on witchcraft, however, my Honors course was not intended for an audience with prior
training in historical thinking and writing. Because I wanted to engage academically talented non-majors in the study of a complex
topic far outside students’ areas of academic expertise as well as to
create a popular course that could compete successfully with wellestablished Honors offerings from other departments on campus, I
decided to create a mock witchcraft trial exercise. I believed it would
offer the Honors students an opportunity to apply in an experiential
fashion something of what they had learned during the colloquium.
I developed the one-credit course to be taught face-to-face as a seminar for the first half of a traditional 16-week semester and made the
“Virtual Village” game the class’s culminating experience.
The course design emphasized student engagement and
participation. For the first five weeks, the students and I read and
6 Alan Charles Kors and Edward Peters, ed., Witchcraft in Europe, 400-1700, 2nd ed.
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001); Jonathan Barry, Marianne Hester,
and Gareth Roberts, ed., Witchcraft in Early Modern Europe: Studies in Culture and Belief
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). For a shorter survey of witchcraft historiography for undergraduates, see Merry E. Wiesner, Witchcraft in Early Modern Europe,
Problems in European History (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2007).
7 Jonathan Barry and Owen Davies, ed. Witchcraft Historiography, Palgrave Advances (Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007); The Malleus Maleficarum, edited and
translated by P. G. Maxwell-Stuart (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2007).
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talked our way through a brief text combining a secondary narrative
with short excerpts of a range of primary sources: James Sharpe’s
Witchcraft in Early Modern England.8 Then each student selected
an academic journal article available through JSTOR to review and
present to the class. I created a list of articles for students to choose
from with their diverse fields of study in mind: for Law Enforcement
and Justice Administration majors, I incorporated articles emphasizing law and trial procedures, for example; for Theatre and English
majors, I selected pieces discussing witchcraft on the early modern
stage; and for Religious Studies majors, I included pieces focusing
on demonologies authored by clergymen.9
The final class session was reserved for the mock trials,
although foundations for the exercise had been established much
earlier in the semester: I presented the game’s framework several
weeks before the final session and used the Discussion board feature of our course page at the university’s distance learning platform
(Desire2Learn) to help students to get into character in preparation
for the day of the trials.10 I assigned each student a personality from
the sixteenth-century village of Middlewich in Cheshire, based
loosely on records I had studied for my dissertation, and each character was part of a team of villagers of similar status: village leaders,
church leaders, merchants and artisans, laborers, tenant farmers, and
landlords.11 I created various guides to explain the socioeconomic,
religious, and political history of the village as well as its hierarchy. Fresh from their readings of Sharpe and their selected scholarly journal articles, students quickly gained a solid sense of village
structures without too much prompting from me. To personalize the
8 James Sharpe, Witchcraft in Early Modern England (London: Pearson Longman,
2001).
9 For example, Orna Alyagon Darr, “The Devil’s Mark: a Socio-Cultural Analysis of
Physical Evidence,” Continuity and Change 24, no. 2 (2009): 361-87; Mary Floyd-Wilson,
“English Epicures and Scottish Witches,” Shakespeare Quarterly 57, no. 2 (2006): 131-61;
and Scott McGinnis, “‘Subtiltie’ Exposed: Pastoral Perspectives on Witch Belief in the
Thought of George Gifford,” The Sixteenth-Century Journal 33, no. 3 (2002): 665-86. I
also included numerous articles on more general subjects and allowed students the opportunity to select their own readings based on interest.
10 My thanks to Desire2Learn for permission to reproduce screen captures from my
course page in this article and to Roger Runquist in the Center for Innovation in Teaching
and Research at Western Illinois University who helped me edit the images.
11 The basic structure for my game was inspired by Nancy Locklin’s discussion of her
“Witch Hunt” exercise in “The Early Modern Classroom”: The Sixteenth Century Journal
35, no. 1 (2004): 175-77.
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game further, I developed modest character biographies and a “Relationship Guide” to allow students to think more concretely about
the interdependence of early modern villagers as well as potential
points of tension among the village’s residents (see Image 1 below
for a student’s visual rendering of connections within the village).
On trial day in class, a role of the die gave power to one of the teams
to accuse a fellow villager of witchcraft, and the trials began. A
representative from each group served as a trial witness, offering
evidence contesting or supporting allegations of the use of harmful
magic. I acted as a visiting assize justice and rendered final verdicts
based on each team’s vote to convict or acquit the accused (see Image 2 below).

Image 1. Student rendering of the Virtual Village.
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Image 2. Western Illinois University Honors College Weekly E-letter, 14 Oct.
2011. Words and pictures used with kind permission of Molly Homer.

After repeated offerings that earned enthusiastic reviews
from students, my own appointment as the Associate Director of
Western’s Centennial Honors College, and the university’s encouragement of new online course offerings, I volunteered to teach the
course as a four-week online summer section in July 2013. I promoted with great vigor and packed the class with 22 students. Then
came the task of figuring out how to convert a successful real-time
exercise involving direct student interaction into one that would
need to play out asynchronously in a distance-learning format and
absent students’ ability to respond to one another with the immediacy afforded by the physical classroom environment. This turned
out to be far more challenging than I had anticipated.
Without the opportunity to offer students an opening lecture
presentation on the subject that was responsive to their questions,
I quickly realized the importance of selecting a text that was both
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accessible to students and capable of introducing various scholarly
interpretations of the topic. Further, I wanted to provide students access to primary sources so they could get a taste of the kinds of evidence scholars draw upon to inform their conclusions. In this way
I hoped to provide sufficient information to curb the most egregious
ahistorical errors in the role-playing game at the course’s end.
I thought about replacing the course text with a book that
delivered additional information (Sharpe’s book is a brisk 100 pages
of narrative and 30 of source excerpts) but ultimately decided that its
relatively unique combination of accessibility, brevity, and sources
of multiple types would work best for the four-week summer section. Particularly attractive to me was Sharpe’s “Documents” section, which opens with the Elizabethan witchcraft statute of 1563
and moves through selections from demonologists, witchcraft trial
accounts, defamation records, and Quarter Sessions petitions and
examinations dating from the Elizabethan period to the early eighteenth century. The book supplements the documentary record with
visual evidence in the form of plates from witchcraft pamphlets and
other published literature of the period. I uploaded an introductory
PowerPoint to introduce students to active debates in the field and
to define and address key terms with which non-majors might be
unfamiliar, Reformation, assizes, and defamation among them. I
also provided a guide for reading and interpreting primary sources,
as that task was new to many of them, and hoped for the best.
In face-to-face offerings of the class, I am able to address
misconceptions about early modern witchcraft at the point they first
creep into class discussions. Students come to the study of the subject with many preconceived notions, in part as the result of memories of high school coverage of the Salem trials and in part because
of contemporary popular culture images and stereotypes. In the online environment, staying ahead of misinterpretations proved a more
difficult task. I structured a series of timed discussion exercises that
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required students to respond to selected questions I posted about
each week’s assigned readings. In order to earn participation credit,
students had to post according to certain guidelines: an original post
answering one question about Sharpe’s chapters and another about
corresponding primary sources by Fridays at midnight and then a
follow-up post responding to another student by Sundays at midnight (see Image 3 below).
The challenge came in the form of monitoring student work,
as the accessibility of the distance learning platform turned out to be
both a blessing and a curse. Daytime posts offered an opportunity
for me to correct problematic analyses and offer remarks synthesizing multiple responses to point out common themes; nighttime
posts, however—and they were plentiful—allowed for the demons
of misinterpretation to roam. A few mornings I awoke to the unwelcome discovery of an erroneous interpretation or explanation subsequently endorsed by a handful of other late night posts. Rather than
respond to each student who contributed to the wayward discussion
individually, I instead replied to the initial post to point out the need
for modification or correction and addressed my remarks to the class
at large. I did so in what I hope was a rather cheerful “this is a teachable moment” fashion, so as not to embarrass anyone but also to be
mindful of the fact that most students in the class would have at least
skimmed all posts in searching for another message to respond to,
which meant misinformation was not in fact confined to the thread’s
participants. In general these problems were few and far between,
and I was able to let students communicate with one another, agreeing and disagreeing with interpretations of the primary source documents and assessing the theories of witchcraft Sharpe discusses in
his text. In order to wrap up each week’s discussion, I did author a
final post, drawing attention to distinct issues and points of debate
raised in student responses and clearing up any lingering points of
uncertainty or confusions that I could readily identify (I also created
a Questions thread and encouraged students to post concerns there
or contact me by email).
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Image 3. Instructions for weekly discussion of the course text.

A more daunting task came in the form of structuring the
“Virtual Village” exercise, which has now become a significant part
of the course’s draw for students. The act of transforming the class
into a sixteenth-century village sounded simple in my advertisements of the course but required a rather Herculean effort, as every
aspect of the elaborate trial process had to be explicitly and thoroughly described in written form rather than explained and clarified
in the classroom. Early in the month-long course it became apparent that the kind of synchronous mock trial experience I used for
face-to-face courses would not work well in the distance learning
platform. I had students who worked full time, others in different
time zones, and some taking other face-to-face courses in the same
summer session. I realized I would never be able to get everyone
together for the 150-minute block of time I would need to run the
trials as I did in the classroom. What emerged to take the place of
that old format was a considerably different structure: a three-day
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visit by a visiting assize justice to hear evidence concerning a series
of accusations of witchcraft.
The first step involved introducing students to their characters and explaining the group structure of our virtual village. The
documents I produced to explain the village for older, face-to-face
sections of the course worked fairly well here; indeed, for a group of
students used to communicating with me and with their classmates
through Discussion posts and emails alone, the game’s first requirement, that each student should post an introduction in character, was
a simple task to complete. One thing I was not prepared for in the
first round of posts was the students’ creation of rather elaborate
backstories to explain their relationships with others in the village.
I provided a few basic details, but the students moved far beyond
them to tell stories of long-ago slights, former friendships and romantic relationships that had soured, and personal tragedies and economic losses. In so doing they were clearly drawing from sources
we had examined that emphasized the long history of conflict that
often culminated in accusations of witchcraft. One of Sharpe’s excerpts, a church court defamation case from 1617 contained in the
Cause Papers at York, recounted Thomas Brooke saying of Isabel
Beamond, “she is a wich & hath done me harme in my goods these
xiiij yeares last past,” for example.12 The students thus created a far
more elaborate early modern social network than I had anticipated,
and the depth of these constructed personas made the subsequent
phases of the game considerably more satisfying.
I had been worried that it would be difficult to “become” the
village without face-to-face contact, but in fact, the online environment allowed students to mimic an early modern community more
successfully than the once-a-week classroom exchanges offered by
the traditional course delivery method. Social networking through
the distance learning platform permits and in some ways encourages the kind of immediacy and relentlessness involved in contesting
12 Sharpe, Witchcraft in Early Modern England, 112.
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reputations experienced by early modern men and women. Confining the village exercise to class sessions meant that time spent
in character is relatively limited; using Discussion boards, in contrast, opens the possibility of making the contestation constant, and
a number of the students embraced that possibility with enthusiasm
(I dare say a few were glued to their computers, as gauged by the
speed and frequency of their posts and replies). I raised the stakes
frequently by posting as a notorious gossip, priming the pump with
tales of woe: I related sightings of strange animals likely to be familiars, rumors of disputes, and reports of sick children. Each new
report heightened tensions, as students began, hesitantly at first and
then more confidently, to point fingers at those they believed to be
responsible (see Image 4 below).

Image 4. The online “Virtual Village” headquarters.
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To encourage students to develop skills in teamwork, I required each of the six socioeconomic groups to formulate and submit a Team Strategy Paper. This document required students to
discuss the goals and values of their group, to identify the other
groups they believed to share those goals and values, and to distinguish the groups they believed to threaten the order and safety of
the village. Teams were required to collaborate by email or chat
to write the Strategy Paper, which concluded with a list of their top
three suspects—those individuals the teams would accuse if given
the opportunity—and explanations for why those three were most
likely the cause of the village’s recent troubles.
This final piece in place, the trials began (see Image 5 below). Each team had to have a member to act as a Witness, to give
testimony against the accused (following the parameters set by their
own Strategy Paper), and another to serve as Spokesperson, who
would privately email me the team’s vote to convict or acquit and
then publicly post the team’s vote and its rationale on the Discussion
board. Obviously, accusations of witchcraft in England were judged
by visiting assize justices rather than villagers, and so I built into the
game a clear violation of historical accuracy. My motives, however,
were based on a desire to distribute the workload fairly among the
students: since one team member compiled the Strategy Paper, and
another member or two served as a trial Witness, I wanted to create
a third role so that all members of the teams had to participate and
to practice articulating why their group would have felt about the
accused the way they did. By this point in the game, most students
were identifying exclusively with their characters in their course
communications. I often received emails signed by sixteenth-century residents of Middlewich, something that was a rather encouraging sign of their engagement, as I did not require the practice (see
Image 6 below).
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Image 5. The trial threads at the course Discussion board.

Image 6. An email vote from the first trial.

Quidditas 34 (2013) 217

Of course, things did not always run according to plan, as
confusion developed in some groups about which students were
taking on which roles (a communication problem I required them
to work out among themselves), and some students gently abused
the timed elements of the trials. Timing was key to the exercise: I
revealed the name of the accused each night at 9:00 p.m., and then
before 5:00 p.m. the following day, Witnesses had to testify, and
Spokespersons had to email me an official vote for each group; by
9:00 p.m., Spokespersons had to reveal their vote publicly (the need
for a private email vote that preceded the public declaration stemmed
from desire to avoid a domino conviction/acquittal effect). At that
point I would post the official verdict based on all of the votes, and
the next accusation would be revealed. The hiccups concerning timing were minor inconveniences, and something that was not entirely
unexpected. What did surprise me was the vigorous defense the first
of the accused posted in response to the charges against her, something that had never happened before in face-to-face classes (see
Image 7 below). She actively refuted the charges against her and
promoted her good name and fame with an energy that helped set
the tone for the first trial and the rest of the game as well. In the end
two of the accused were convicted (one male character and one female character) while another was acquitted (one female character),
and student reviews of the project were glowing.
Despite the challenges and occasional hitches, I was pleased
with the exercise. In many ways it was more satisfying than its inclass counterpart; the necessity of conducting all of the processes in
written form in an asynchronous online environment allowed students to consult the course text and its primary sources in shaping
their testimony or rationales and to be more thoughtful and careful
in their responses to the game’s prompts. Studies have noted that
while role-playing exercises improve oral communication skills,
they have little identifiable effect on students’ writing skills; perhaps using available technology for a portion of the games’ activities could address that gap. I think it did for my students in our
virtual village.
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Image 7. The first accused character’s post in her own defense.

Jennifer McNabb is the Associate Director of the Centennial Honors College at
Western Illinois University and an Associate Professor in the Department of History, specializing in early modern Europe and the history of England. Her emphasis is social history, and current research interests include defamation, courtship,
marriage, and the family in early modern England.
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